CHERGHEN  CELEBRITIES
the questions were unnecessary. Beneath their lambskin caps
the children had heads covered with sores. One woman had
no palate left. Another's nose was gone. A third had fallen
into the fire and, raising hep horsehair veil, revealed a
frightful face with the eyelids all inflamed and hanging down
to the middle of the cheeks. Under trousers stiff with pus,
a man revealed a haunch eaten away by an ulcer. Peter
grew impatient with me and could not understand my hesi-
tation in recommending this or that treatment for, in reality,
I was not competent to deal with these complaints, which
were of tubercular and syphilitic origin.
Day after day, the procession continued, though I persisted
in explaining that I was not a doctor. The news had spread
like a train of powder that there was a foreign woman with
medicines. And as it did, suffering people who, up till ther,
had no doubt felt resigned, began to hope. . . . And I had
no alternative but to extinguish the piteous light in iheir.
eyes. A mother turned away with her burden—a little girl
who had diphtheria, with the death-rattle escaping from
her purulent mouth and her stomach sagging down her
emaciated thighs. A girl was carried out on a stretcher. Her
legs were enormous and the transparent skin of the ankles,
swollen with water, was like a toy balloon inflated to bursting
point. But what I shall remember more than anything else
is the man in the prime of life who, taking off his turban,
revealed the pink skin eaten away, leaving bare the spongy
tissue of the greenish cranium bone. It was like some nest
of frightful bees.
I had to close down. I could do no more. Because
at the same time, I wanted to rest, to enter up my notes
for the day, to lay in new supplies from the village, and
to make myself a light garment for the broiling crossing of
the Takla Makan which lay between us and Khotan.
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